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About the Book

New Year’s Eve, 1920. The Great War is over and it’s a new decade of glamorous promise. But a generation of men and women who survived the extreme trauma and tragedy will never be the same. 

With countless men lost, it seems that only wealth and beauty will secure a husband from the few who returned, but lonely Beatrice has neither attribute. Ava has both, although she sees marriage as a restrictive cage after the freedom war allowed. Sarah paid the war’s ultimate price: her husband’s life. Lydia should be grateful that her own husband’s desk job kept him safe, but she sees only his cowardice. 

A chance encounter for one of these women with a striking yet haunted officer changes everything. In a world altered beyond recognition, where not all scars are visible, this damaged and beautiful group must grasp any happiness they can find – whatever the cost.
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LADY CHATFIELD – WIFE of Lord Chatfield, daughter-in-law to the Earl of Clarendale, daughter of Sir Harold Hemingford, Lydia to her friends – allowed her silk robe to drop to her feet. She enjoyed the feel of the fabric shimmying down her body, like breath. Now naked, she stood in her dressing room and wondered, as she often did at six thirty in the evening, what her maid, Dickenson, had picked out for her to wear this evening. She tried to guess, through a process of elimination, as her dress was probably in the maid’s care now. A stain might be being dabbed into oblivion, lace might be being steamed so it would stand proud like a fence, or a hem might be being subjected to a last-minute stitch or two so that the correct amount of calf was on show. Dickenson was thorough; her most-often-used phrase was ‘just to be sure’. She treated Lydia’s garments like newborns: pampered, worshipped. 

Lydia inhaled the dust and silence of the old house – resting after the bustle of tea, reprieved as there was to be no formal dinner here this evening – and scanned the padded silk hangers. She spotted her tangerine organdie and silk frock, the one with crystal beading shaped like teardrops, plus the teal moire taffeta silk that she liked to wear with a jaunty sash belt; in addition, she carefully counted numerous gowns in chiffon: saffron, scarlet, cobalt and emerald, all decorated with tulle or organza and delicate pearl beading. None of these colourful dresses would do. She examined the white and cream gowns. What was missing? 

It was all a little frustrating really. If she’d had the energy, she might have been quite cross about the entire debacle, but she rarely allowed herself to become properly vexed nowadays; she considered doing so such poor taste. Taking everything into account, she had little to moan about. Yet she had expected a new gown from Callot Soeurs fashion house. She’d ordered an oyster silk treasure with lashings of diamanté beads spilling from the neckline down her breasts and shoulder blades. With painful clarity she’d been able to visualise the effect she would have made on entrance to the Duchess of Pembrokeshire’s New Year’s Eve ball. The dress had a darling plush fox-fur trim around the hem and cuffs and she’d planned to wear it with her purple velvet shoes, the ones with the elegant heel and glass beading. Purple with oyster and fur was the sort of combination that was bound to make the papers. The dress ought to have arrived before Christmas. It hadn’t. It was difficult to complain; no one actually expected really decent service any more, not since the war. And the French – well, the French especially were horribly unreliable, a law unto themselves. That was why the English – beaten down by rules and queues – found them so fascinating and irresistible. 

Lydia sighed. Her breath and mood clouded the cold air. Where was the housemaid? She ought to have poked the fire in the bedroom; a girl could freeze to death in her dressing room if the servants were slow. Lydia bit down on her irritation. It was misdirected and unfair. Still, it was hard that she didn’t have anything new for tonight; she was sure that every other woman in the British Empire would have a clear idea what to wear as she watched 1920 melt away, as she sighed a relieved welcome at 1921. One year further on. One step further away. Making the whole ghastly business more past, less present.

She wished Dickenson would get a move on too. The goose bumps that were erupting all over her body looked ugly. She robustly rubbed her hands up and down her arms. Ought she to pop on her own drawers and brassiere? She didn’t mind doing so; dressing herself was actually what she preferred, but Dickenson invariably made such a fuss if Lydia did take the initiative, grumbling, ‘Is Lady Chatfield trying to do me out of a job?’ Silly really, since they both knew that Dickenson’s duties extended far beyond those traditionally associated with a lady’s maid, and that, in truth, she was stretched, often frazzled. As Lydia wondered whether she ought to reach for her silk dressing robe again, Dickenson burst into the room.

‘You’ll catch your death, standing around that way,’ she cried. Then, almost as an afterthought, ‘Sorry I’m late, my lady.’

‘It’s fine.’ Lydia’s eyes did not rest on Dickenson even for an instant. She didn’t need them to. She knew what her maid looked like. She was petite, meticulous and she put Lydia in mind of a bird, because when she moved, she darted. She was always dressed in a black frock with a plain white collar, as was proper and required. From October to March she wore a dreary knitted black shawl that would have been better suited to a woman thirty years older. She pulled it close around her shoulders and held it there with an amber brooch that, if Lydia recalled correctly, had been willed to her by her aunt. Her eyes were so dark it was impossible to see her pupils; there was rumour of her having Continental blood, but no one ever probed. Her nose was long and narrow and her mouth was slightly sombre, even woeful. She didn’t often laugh. She appeared old. She was not. 

Lydia’s gaze stayed trained on her own reflection, which anyone would have to admit was altogether more pleasing, more modern. It took a moment to adjust to; she was still getting used to her short bobbed hair. Like every fashionable woman she wanted to wear her hair cropped at the ear, as she favoured close-fitting cloche hats. Over fifteen inches had been lopped just before Christmas. She felt light and exhilarated, although Lawrence hadn’t been overjoyed; on more than one occasion he’d wrapped a scarf around her neck whilst they sat by the fire or at the dinner table, making jokes about her feeling a draught. She smiled, indulging him, although she didn’t find the joke especially funny; hadn’t done so even the first time he made it. She suited the modern style. Her glossy black blunt-cut fringe framed her startling blue eyes and added a hint of danger and drama to her pale skin. When she’d worn her hair long she’d looked like a medieval queen – passive, protected; now, there was an edge to her, something thoroughly modern, and equally mesmerising. Her high cheekbones, creamy, pearlesque skin and full, almost fat lips were all the more notable now her hair was chopped. If only her nose was a little thinner. Sleeping for four years with a peg nipping the end had failed to do the job her governess had promised it would.

‘I got held up, my lady. I was with the new cook.’

‘How is she settling?’

‘She’s competent.’ Dickenson drew her lips a fraction closer together. Lydia understood at once, but chose not to comment. She found running a house wearisome and would always prefer not to waste her time and breath on the domestic matters that she knew were ultimately her domain. Her maid, however, could not imagine a subject more fascinating or worthy and, unaware of her mistress’s deep-seated indifference, pursued the subject with fervour. ‘She’s not at all happy with—’

‘The workload,’ Lydia guessed. ‘No one is.’

‘I chipped in. Helped with the …’ Dickenson broke off and glanced at her red fingers, swollen so that they looked like raw sausages. Lydia followed her gaze, but had no idea that the experienced hands that would soon be running through her glossy locks, fixing a diamanté comb above her left ear, had just moments ago been scrubbing garden vegetables. She couldn’t imagine such a thing because she’d never consciously given any thought as to how vegetables – or meat or bread for that matter – were prepared to grace her table. Lydia was aware that the house was functioning on a skeleton staff. She knew the problems, and the solution too, but patience was required. No one could ever say so – it was practically criminal, certainly disrespectful, to even think it – but the fact was they were all waiting for her father-in-law, the old earl, to die. 

‘We all have to do our bit. Things aren’t what they were. They can’t be,’ she commented as she put her arms through the straps of a brassiere that Dickenson was holding for her. Dickenson ran around her mistress then touched the smooth, pale skin in between her shoulder blades, silently indicating that she needed to bend forward to lower her breasts into the supporting cups. Lydia obliged, then straightened and stood still as Dickenson continued to dance around her, hastening to fasten the small hooks and eyes and adjust the lace shoulder straps so they sat flat and comfortable. Lydia allowed the maid to drop a silk chemise over her head, the material fluttering around her like insect wings, then waited as Dickenson laid a napkin on the plum velvet stool in front of the dressing table. Lydia sat down carefully. She wished she was allowed to sit on the soft velvet – she liked the malleable, slightly crunchy feel of it beneath her – but Dickenson said it was unhygienic and caused unnecessary cleaning work, and insisted on the starchy napkin. ‘Yes, we must all do our bit,’ Lydia repeated. 

If the maid was tempted to comment that Lydia did not seem to be doing anything at all, let alone her bit, she was wise and disciplined enough not to do so. Janice Dickenson had started her career as a kitchen maid in Lady Chatfield’s family home. In those days Lydia called Janice Janice and Janice called Lydia Miss Lydia. It would surprise Lydia to realise that Janice was only thirty-one, just three years older than Lydia herself. The maid had joined the household at the age of twelve, when Lydia still inhabited the narrow corridors that led to a stuffy schoolroom but no other world at all; she had assumed that a girl with a job and an income, no matter how modest, must be properly grown up, maybe even ancient, an assumption Janice’s mother as well as the staff and the entire family at Hemingford Manor also made.

The two girls had been friends, or at least friendly, then. On more than one occasion Lydia’s governess had caught Lydia running in the street or spied her in the village without a bonnet, misdemeanours that resulted in Lydia being lectured on decorum and sent to bed without supper. On these unfortunate evenings Janice would sneak up to the nursery room with fruit, bread and cheese. This was at the housekeeper’s instruction – Janice would never have risked taking food from the pantry of her own volition – although Lydia never knew as much and considered Janice an ally in her austere, unrepentantly strict home. Someone who could be relied upon if need be. Someone who might cover and console. 

Lydia had married the Honourable Lawrence Chatfield eight years ago. She was a young, pre-war bride, awash with optimism and first love, a recognised society beauty. They were all so proud of her, so pleased for her, scoldings about undemure, hatless behaviour long forgotten. Marrying the third son of an earl was fitting, appropriate to her own rank and beauty. Lydia, naturally nervous at the thought of moving so far away from her family home, remembered Janice, who she had imbued with feelings of sympathy and sentimentality. She had plucked the girl, who was by then an under house parlour maid, from oblivion and asked whether she might like to be a lady’s maid. Janice was not fuelled with unreasonable ambition, but she was fed up of plunging her hands into icy water every morning, cleaning fireplaces and front steps, polishing the shoes and boots of everyone in the household and washing endless pots smeared with goose fat and gravy (that particular task grated the most because, by rights, it should no longer have been her responsibility; there was a new kitchen maid employed for such menial work). She’d accepted Lydia’s offer of advancement immediately.

No one had thought that the Honourable Lawrence Chatfield would ever climb to become the heir apparent, that Lydia might one day become a countess, but within two years of their marriage both of Lawrence’s older brothers were dead. The middle son, a member of the British Expeditionary Force, died at the Battle of Mons, just weeks after war was declared. There were calls for the eldest son to enlist immediately, to justify and honour his brother’s death presumably. No doubt he would have done, but before he could respond to Kitchener’s pointing finger, he fell off his horse and broke his neck whilst chasing a fox with some pals and a pack of hounds. The consequences of these terrible losses were that Lawrence became the earl’s only chance and Lydia’s name appeared on a great many more invitation lists.

Janice too metamorphosed; she became Dickenson and, as such, she visited the finest houses in Britain, twice saw the King through a window and, now that peace was restored, had travelled with her mistress to Cannes, in France, and Lake Garda, in Italy. Whilst by Janice’s standards Lady Chatfield’s house, Dartford Hall, here in Hampshire, was very impressive – and certainly enough work to manage – she’d now seen enough to know that there was better out there, far better. Houses with a confusion of staircases and countless gilded rooms, coats of arms, turrets and chimneys aplenty, manicured lawns and hectares of hunting grounds. No one had hoped for as much for Lady Chatfield, but now it was acknowledged to be not only possible, or probable but a certainty. When the current Earl of Clarendale finally did die, Lydia would be raised to new echelons. His house, in West Sussex, sat in a six-hundred-acre deer park; it had more rooms than Janice could hope to count, and a full staff was guaranteed. There would be no need for her to chip in with the kitchen staff and scrub vegetables. The old duffer wasn’t in hail health; he’d had a bad bout of bronchitis before Christmas, his third attack in eighteen months. Many said he was just hanging on to see a grandchild.

Dickenson knelt before Lydia, carefully drawing delicate silk stockings over her feet and smoothing them high up her legs to the top of her thighs. Lydia rose, allowing the maid to fit the long stays of pink coutil round her hips and clip suspenders to the stockings, then Janice carefully spread a pair of peach satin drawers in a ring on the floor, and Lydia stepped into them. Dickenson bent to pull them up, her ear inches away from Lydia’s mound of pubic hair. Neither woman ever considered the intimacy of this process excessive. Janice did the dressing. Lady Chatfield was dressed. It was what it was, as it had always been.

‘What will I wear tonight, Dickenson?’

‘A man arrived from France just half an hour ago, my lady.’

‘The dress!’ Lydia clapped her hands with excitement.

‘Yes, my lady. It’s being steamed this very moment.’

‘A delivery on New Year’s Eve! Gosh, aren’t the French wonderful?’ Lydia was glad she hadn’t voiced her earlier opinion about their friends on the Continent. It didn’t do to appear too changie-mindie; this was one of the many reasons Lydia rarely spoke up. ‘So tenacious,’ she added.

Janice sighed and conceded, ‘They certainly value the gown, my lady. I’ll say that.’
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SARAH GORDON AND her sister Beatrice Polwarth waited patiently in the drawing room for their sister-in-law, Cecily, to join them. They sat with straight backs and did nothing; they did not fill their hands and time with embroidery, or a book, or even a glass of sherry. Instead, Sarah silently noted that the silverware was gleaming, but the hearth rug was becoming rather worn, especially in the left-hand corner where people walked through the room; it probably needed turning. Beatrice listened to the fire cracking and popping in the hearth; she appreciated its woody scent as well as its almost too ferocious heat. Bea was rarely warm enough. 

The sisters were never certain, until the moment of her appearance, whether Cecily’s arrival could be guaranteed. Their brother, Samuel, was extremely unlikely to join them tonight. He rarely went out, and never to a ball; if he did venture forth, it would be to attend afternoon tea at the home of a close friend, something he’d accomplished twice in three years. No one blamed him, but it would be wonderful if Cecily joined them this evening; jolly. Samuel and the children were already in bed; they’d all be asleep before half past eight. Surely Cecily wouldn’t choose to spend the last day of the year alone in her bedroom. She couldn’t want that, could she? Everyone was aware that she needed some respite, although no one would ever say as much out loud, least of all Samuel’s devoted sisters. The sad fact was that Cecily’s life was as truncated as her husband’s body. Her ability to have fun – even her sense of entitlement to fun – had been blown away with Samuel’s limbs on 9 October 1917; flesh and hope splattered across Flanders and buried deep in the mud there. 

The word Passchendaele haunted the house. It could be heard in the tick-tock of the clocks, in the tip-tap of the servants’ footsteps on the wooden floorboards. Passch-en-daele, Passch-en-daele, Passch-en-daele. It could be heard in the swoosh of the water pouring from the jug as Samuel’s bath was filled; a heartbreaking weekly exercise that Beatrice in particular hated. Naturally, the manservants assisted willingly enough, and they had trained themselves not to recoil at the sight of their master’s half body, but Beatrice could never bear to think of her brother naked and exposed so. Passchendaele was whispered by the wind as it whipped down the chimneys and crept into every room and could be heard in the thud of the gamekeeper’s axe when he chopped firewood, and in the horses’ hooves on the cobbles of the courtyard. 

It was never heard on anyone’s lips.

A carriage clock ticked out the oh-too-slow minutes. Seconds were fused as the hand relentlessly progressed and gobbled up time. 

‘Do you think Cecily will join us this evening?’ Beatrice asked her older sister. The question was so frequently addressed that she knew the reply by rote, but at twenty-six years old, she still felt compelled to fill silences. She had not, as yet, met any that were comfortable and was only acquainted with the awkward variety.

‘I do hope so,’ Sarah replied, as Beatrice knew she would, as she must.

‘I do too.’ Beatrice fingered her beaded bag. It really needed a stitch or two. She could ask the housemaid but she didn’t like to be a bother. She ought to have done it herself; she certainly had enough time. Guiltily, she arranged her fingers to cover the shabbiness.

‘Although she may be exhausted. Her work is very tiring,’ added Sarah, always the first to offer up an excuse for Cecily.

‘Will my dress do?’ Beatrice’s change of subject was not motivated by vanity or selfishness; it was the result of a perpetual feeling of inadequacy that Sarah understood and instantly forgave.

‘It’s very pretty, darling. Quite suitable.’ 

Beatrice wanted to be convinced but wasn’t. Something new would have been lovely. Out of the question, but lovely. 

‘Silk georgette wears surprisingly well and lace will forever be a firm favourite,’ Sarah added, smiling.

‘At least I can be sure that I won’t encounter anyone in the same gown,’ murmured Beatrice, looking forlornly at her lap. 

It was odd that she minded. Given everything. After all, she was lucky to have been invited at all this evening: a duchess’s party was bound to be deliriously exciting and beyond lavish, and her name being on the most fashionable invitation lists certainly wasn’t a given; she was neither rich enough nor pretty enough to guarantee that that would be the case. She was only invited to so many delicious parties because, before the war, her brother had been close chums with all the great and the good: he’d played tennis and golf with the sons of Earl Lanestone-Holder, Lords Renwick, Elphinstone and Gainsborough and the like. He’d joined the Duke of Marlborough for the Glorious Twelfth, and danced with Ladies Lytton, Allesbury, Chatfield and countless other pretty debs; so many that Beatrice struggled to recall all their names. The ones left standing had pulled together, as was proper. Lydia in particular was fastidious about the issue: she always made sure Sarah and Beatrice were invited to every party she agreed to attend and, as a significant beauty and hostess, wife of the heir to an earldom, there weren’t any parties that Lydia was not invited to, and only a very few that she failed to grace. Beatrice had never pursued the thought too thoroughly, but the truth was, she was invited to parties because her brother was a cripple and her brother-in-law was dead. Everyone felt sorry.

Tonight the theme was White Winter, which meant that all the women were required to dress in white or shades of. It simply hadn’t been practical for Beatrice to consider buying a new white frock. If they were to stretch to a new gown at all, they would have to pick a sensible colour, one that she would get more wear out of: navy or green, something dark that wouldn’t show every mark and would flatter her too full figure. Unfortunately, big-boned Beatrice never benefited from cast-offs. Sarah was older by five years but shorter by four inches. She had inherited their mother’s grace, good skin and elegant bone structure. Bea had been left with their father’s heaviness. Tonight she had had no alternative other than to wear one of her old debutante dresses. They’d had it altered substantially; they’d had to: when she’d first come out into society, dresses were still dragging along the floor, and shoulders were strictly covered. There was a photograph of Beatrice in this very gown’s first incarnation; she’d worn it to the Queen Charlotte Ball. Uncomfortable in starch and bones, she stood in an old-fashioned ornate silver frame just two yards from where she sat now. She would not let her head turn in that direction; she’d never liked the photograph, and wished they’d take it down. Her season had been so horribly short.

Beatrice was terribly grateful to Lydia for her consideration and inclusion; if only she had more to spend on clothes. Still, a small bubble of excitement fizzed deep in her belly. Tonight would be thrilling; everyone had been talking about it for ever. Or at least for a fortnight. At the Duchess of Pembrokeshire’s last party there had been fireworks and a champagne fountain, they’d eaten caviar and the band had been brought in all the way from Chicago, Illinois! 

‘Who do you think will be there?’ she asked.

‘Everyone you’ve ever known,’ replied Sarah with a big smile. 

Beatrice thought that at least half the people she’d ever known were dead, but she bit her tongue and did not say as much. Such a comment would sour the party atmosphere and mark her out as the old maid that she quite certainly did not want to be. She’d promised herself never to talk about expense or her health, even if someone enquired. Both topics were ageing and no one was really interested. 

‘Should I ring down and ask if Cecily has given any word to her maid?’ she asked with barely concealed impatient excitement. ‘We might be waiting for her and she might have no intention of showing up.’

‘Yes, do.’

Beatrice got up, strode towards the bell rope and tugged it. Then she stood by the fireplace, lingering in the warmth of the flames. If Cecily was coming, Beatrice wished she’d get a move on. She didn’t want to be insensitive to the demands placed upon her sister-in-law, who had three children and an invalid husband to care for, but she had made such an effort with her hairdo, teasing her wiry, fiery locks into smooth finger curls, and she did not want to miss a single moment of the ball. 
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‘HAPPY NEW YEAR’S Eve, darlings.’ Ava Pondson-Callow, only child of Sir Peter and Lady Pondson-Callow, burst into the centre of the gathering and announced grandly, ‘I’m here. Let the festivities begin.’ 

From anyone else this would be shocking, vain. From Ava it was simply an assertion of fact. Now that she had arrived, the party could at last begin in full. The grand ballroom had been carefully prepared and was beyond sumptuous – large and high-ceilinged, it was decked with an abundance of holly and ivy; candles in solid silver candelabras almost obscured the coats of arms that stained the windows. Lavish handfuls of white and silver beads were scattered over every surface imaginable and hundreds lay clustered in the corners of the room; the beads had caused two or three ladies to almost topple from their high heels, but no one could deny the effect was stupendous. Yet it only seemed to truly sparkle now that Ava had stepped on to the flagstoned floor.

It seemed that every attendant at the ball paused as Ava glided through the crowds; they craned their necks to see what she was wearing, stood on tiptoes to find out who she had arrived with, and practically pushed one another aside to discover how she’d styled her hair. The women lusted after her look; the men lusted after her full stop. Ava was simply mesmerising; she always had been and always would be. She was the one woman in London who had managed to remain glamorous throughout the Great War and beyond. Somehow, all the other women seemed to be stained with grime and grief, as though they’d fought alongside their husbands, fathers, brothers and sons in the dirty trenches. Not Ava. She’d looked exquisite even when she’d worn black for two of her cousins, and when she’d said goodbye to more than a handful of wonderful chaps whom she’d once danced with. 

Ava was fast, but rich enough for it not to matter a jot. She was thoroughly modern. She wore lipstick, rouge and mascara; she smoked in public, drank cocktails, and it was rumoured that she had danced with a black man when she visited America last summer. At the very least she’d danced with him. 

Whilst the women in the room felt eclipsed by her entrance, the men all seemed to twinkle a little brighter. They straightened their ties and backs, they broadened their beams and shoulders; they searched their minds for funny anecdotes and wondered how they could improve her comfort. Would she like a fresh drink, perhaps? Was she too cold, a little more coal on the fire? Or was it too hot in here? Ought they to open a window? They all instinctively raised their game because Ava had arrived. Lydia adored her, Sarah was amused by her and Beatrice sat in jealous awe of her.

Ava was carrying three small packages, each carefully wrapped in brown paper and adorned with silver antique lace. The neat folds in the paper suggested that they’d been wrapped professionally by a girl trained in a shop. Ava knew that Lydia at least would recognise the ribbon; it was currently the favourite of an expensive jeweller in Bond Street. The other two were mystifyingly ignorant about such things. She held the three parcels as though she was delivering gold, frankincense and myrrh to Jesus Himself, with poise, grace and a smidgen of self-importance. Her maid trailed behind her, carrying a distinctly more cumbersome pile of packages. 

‘I thought we agreed no gifts,’ commented Lydia lightly, as she leaned in to kiss her friend on the air that whispered near her cheek. Even though she outwardly chastised, she was beaming, and Ava could tell she was delighted that she’d chosen to break the embargo, although Sarah and Beatrice shared an odd little glance. They were so dull. Ava frequently wondered why Lydia wasted her time on such old-fashioned, steady types. Ava herself did so because she believed that they lent her an air of respectability which, whilst not absolutely paramount, created a charming paradox that confused people and there was nothing Ava liked more than being a mystery.

‘We agreed to buy nothing, and really these are absolutely nothing, just trinkets. In fact Lady Cooper hosted a party last month and all her guests were given one of these as a favour.’

‘But Lady Cooper is American,’ spluttered Beatrice. 

‘By which Beatrice means very generous,’ added Lydia quickly. 

Ava knew that Beatrice had meant new and rather vulgar; she’d obviously momentarily forgotten that Ava’s mother was also American. Lydia was trying to cover her gaffe, but there was no need. Ava didn’t care. She was glad that Beatrice had for once forgotten about her ancestry; it meant Ava was doing a good job. She really shouldn’t care what a young, lumpy naïf like Beatrice thought anyway; yet despite her unmitigated success in society, Ava was, in the deepest part of her soul, ever conscious of her American mother and the fact that her father’s title was new, not inherited. 

‘These are beautiful,’ Sarah offered, turning the gold lighter over in her gloved hand. ‘Lady Cooper really bought gold lighters for the ladies?’ she probed, obviously unsure whether to be excited or scandalised. 

‘No. In fact she bought lighters for the chaps and compacts for the ladies, but I thought that was predictable.’ Ava sighed. It was a very articulate sigh; it told the world that predictable was a crime in her book. 

‘Very generous of you. Thank you,’ murmured Beatrice, carefully placing the gold lighter back into its box. 

‘If you don’t like it, pass it on,’ snapped Ava as she drew on the end of her cigarette holder. Beatrice looked a little shamefaced and Ava knew she’d read her correctly. No doubt Beatrice was wondering whether her brother would enjoy the lighter; unquestionably it was far more impressive than the bottle of port she’d no doubt given him for Christmas.

‘Excuse me, m’lady, should I put these other gifts somewhere?’ asked Ava’s maid.

‘Yes, do.’ Ava sighed again, now blatantly bored with gift-giving. She couldn’t be bothered to tell her maid exactly where the packages ought to be stored. It didn’t make any difference; the girl would know what to do. It was a terrible problem, boredom. Ava had been so excited earlier this afternoon. As she’d driven down from London – a cold and bumpy ride only made bearable by the fur blanket Dougie had wrapped around her knees and the nips of whisky Johnnie had supplied, both men behaving very flirtatiously, touching her knee and elbow more than necessary – all she’d been able to think of was giving the gifts, but now she wondered whether she’d done the right thing after all. Sarah looked uncomfortable and Beatrice looked furious. How was she supposed to know they’d been serious about not wanting to exchange gifts? She’d been sure that was simply something one said to be polite. Why hadn’t they gone shopping? They couldn’t be that busy, could they? It wasn’t as though they’d spent hours on their party preparation; just look at Beatrice’s dress. 

‘Who’s here?’ she asked, turning her attention to more important concerns.

‘The usual,’ replied Lydia.

‘So, no one then.’

‘Ava, really! Is that any way to see in the New Year?’ 

‘You think this year will be different?’

‘Of course.’

‘Better?’

‘Of course.’ 

Ava couldn’t decide whether to pity Lydia’s incessant optimism or admire it. The women fell silent and for a moment were content to simply watch the other guests. This was the fun part of the evening, when the air oozed anticipation and no one had done or said anything they might regret in the morning.

‘Look, there’s Doreen Harrison,’ whispered Beatrice excitedly. After Ava, Doreen was considered the most beautiful woman in current society.

‘Don’t you mean Lady Doreen Henning?’ corrected Sarah. Sir Oswald Henning’s first wife had died of flu in 1919. Doreen was half Henning’s age; there had been talk, when she was a debutante, that she would marry Henning’s son, but he had fallen in France and so it wasn’t to be. Everyone hoped the young bride would be pregnant by spring.

Doreen had exquisite bone structure, but there was something about that jutting jaw that made Lydia ache for the new bride. She held her chin a little too high, suggesting that it was all too much effort. Lydia shook her head thoughtfully. ‘I always pity second wives; it can’t be easy. The original Lady Henning was so admired.’ 

‘Still, Doreen’s dresses are beautiful and they all come from Paris,’ pointed out Beatrice. 

‘Have you heard? She’s having an affair,’ commented Ava flatly. She was very well aware that she was delivering scandalous news, but she affected nonchalance, implying she could not be shocked or even moved.

‘No!’ chorused the other three satisfyingly.

‘Yes.’

‘With whom?’

‘Her dance tutor.’

‘No!’

‘I promise you.’

‘She’s such an absolute jazzing flapper.’ Beatrice was thrilled yet flustered by saying the strange words out loud. She’d read them only last week, in a censorious newspaper. The daring term – which conjured up images of frivolous, scantily clad, coltish young women who drank, smoked and made love without discretion or purpose – did nothing to alleviate the impression that Beatrice was simply far too naïve to have any relationship with the words. Her attempts to appear worldlier than she was were doomed. Ava smirked superciliously. She was a woman who would have no problem with the term ‘jazzing flapper’; indeed, she had defined it a year ago, and now she thought the whole concept of being irresponsible and undisciplined a terrific bore. This year, or technically next year, she planned on being serious. Terribly serious. Except, that was, when it came to frocks. 

‘Good news, don’t you think? Significantly improves the chances of Henning gaining an heir,’ added Ava with a mischievous wink. The other three women looked incredulous; largely their incredulity came from the fact that Ava dared to articulate what everyone else was thinking. ‘Oh, look, there’s Freddie. I must go and say hello.’ She melted back into the throng, leaving the other three girls battling with feelings of regret and relief.


4

‘I THOUGHT WE’D AGREED no gifts! My heart sank when she sashayed in our direction, with her maid laden like a donkey.’

‘Don’t be cross with Ava,’ Sarah urged her sister. ‘She’s trying to be kind. Hers is simply a different world now.’ 

‘Yes, I know. But we’d agreed. No Christmas gifts were to be exchanged.’

Sarah placed her hand on top of Beatrice’s. The gesture was supposed to be at once a comfort and a warning; she hoped that both sentiments might be conveyed through two sets of evening gloves. She could hardly say, ‘Beatrice, hold your tongue.’

‘How about I go and find us some drinks?’ offered Lydia, sensing an atmosphere but not entirely understanding it. The sisters nodded with stiff gratitude.

Ostensibly, the decision not to exchange gifts had been reached because Beatrice had joked about having no clue as to what to buy Ava – ‘What does one give the gal who has everything?’ – but Sarah knew that the real reason was because nowadays the sisters couldn’t afford the sort of presents that the girls used to regularly heap on one another. Samuel had done his bit, his best under the circumstances, but things were tight. Sarah knew that he’d fixed Beatrice’s annual allowance at £125; that had to cover clothes, laundry bills, travel, sundries and tips to other people’s servants. They were on many counts lucky. When their parents had died, within a year of each other, Samuel had made it quite clear that there was no expectation for Bea to leave the family home. Sarah and the children had returned there after Arthur’s death, but with Samuel so reduced, Seaton Manor always felt as though it belonged more to Cecily than it did to Beatrice or Sarah. Indeed, it did. And one day it would be their nephew’s. What then? Would they still be welcome? It was a question neither Sarah nor Beatrice liked to dwell on. To prolong their welcome as far as possible, the sisters tried to contribute to the household expenses when they could; neither had employed a maid since 1914, and they paid the butcher’s bill at Christmas and Easter. Sarah, as a war widow and mother of two, had been allotted a slightly more generous allowance; this, combined with Arthur’s pension, meant that she had £525 per year to live on. 

‘Perhaps we should have realised that she would want to buy gifts,’ Sarah whispered to her sister once Lydia was out of earshot. ‘I bet Lydia has bought some too. Only she’s more tactful than Ava. Hers will be stored somewhere around and only produced to reciprocate. We could have dipped into my savings.’

‘Dipped into your son’s Eton fund to buy frivolities for our indulged friends? I don’t think so.’ In public, Beatrice was usually placid and respectful of the concept of rarely saying what she thought. For her to be quite so unguarded, she must be smarting under the slap of embarrassment and frustration.

‘Beatrice, remember we are rather better off than most.’ 

Beatrice scowled at her sister. There were few things as annoying as being faced with an irrefutable truth if it contradicted your argument or mood. ‘Maybe, but still.’ The emphasis she placed on the word said it all. Sarah understood. There were only so many hand-embroidered tray cloths one could present without people realising one was strapped. Economising during the war had been seen as patriotic, but now it had returned to being considered simply mean. ‘And it was the way she presented the packages. With such a flourish of grace. Limbs tapering in all directions like ribbons on a maypole. It is so annoying! One always feels so chubby and gauche in her company.’

‘Darling, you’re neither,’ Sarah said soothingly and untruthfully. Beatrice had not been blessed with good looks or good luck. In another decade her wiry hair, thick nose and heavy ankles might have been forgiven; some chap might have focused on her pretty smile or been convinced that her broad hips were promising, but now men could be so picky. Perfection and extreme youth beat promising childbearing hips every time.

‘How is it possible that Ava is two years older than I am?’ groaned Beatrice.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Look at her, she oozes youth and vitality.’

‘She does rather. She suits the new fashions.’

Ava did not need compressors to reduce her breasts as Beatrice did. Her narrow hips and barely-there buttocks suggested the boyish athleticism that was all the rage. Beatrice had so many reasons to be jealous.

‘Do you think my hem is perhaps still a little long? Ava was wearing her skirt practically on the knee.’

‘I think yours suits you where it is.’ 

Beatrice understood her sister’s attempt at tact, and sighed. Ava had slim ankles, shapely calves and neat knees; the sort of legs people wanted to see on display. ‘Yes, Ava really is in a different world.’

‘It is a rather fabulous place to inhabit, don’t you think?’ added Lydia, returning with three carefully balanced coupes of champagne, full to the brim.

Beatrice took a glass and an enormous slug. ‘It’s just hard to think she did so well out of the war when we did so …’ She didn’t bother to finish the sentence. Badly didn’t cover it.

Lydia stared into her drink; she would not contribute anything more to the discussion. Sarah knew that Lydia firmly believed she’d done rather too well out of the war too. She had no brothers to lose, her father was too old to be called up, and Lawrence – well, Lawrence hadn’t seen active service. He’d served, of course, behind a desk. The entire duration of the Great War, behind a desk. Every man aged between eighteen and fifty had been asked to stand up; boys significantly younger had rushed at it. Sarah had lost her husband; Beatrice her young beau. Their brother had lost his legs and an arm. It was so hard not to be bitter. Silently the three women had followed the same thought pattern and had arrived at the same conclusion. They didn’t know how to comfort one another; instead they watched the dancers and tried to recapture the party spirit.

As usual, there were more women than men at the party, and anyway the men’s black evening suits rendered them almost invisible among the women’s shiny, pretty frocks. Girls partnered one another, glad of the exercise and not prepared to start the new year with their backs to the wall. Lydia fought the urge to go and circulate. She couldn’t leave Sarah and Beatrice standing without company. If she did move on, there was little chance they’d be singled out to be spoken to. As a wife she elevated their cluster; alone, the other two women would be surplus. 

Lydia spotted Lawrence across the room at the very moment his eyes searched her out. He was quite tall and extremely distinguished-looking, eminently proper. His hair was thinning, but she didn’t mind that. His sort did tend to go bald prematurely. Perhaps it was the fault of the wigs they’d worn in the Regency period, she joked to herself, refusing to acknowledge that the real reason she liked him balding was that he appeared older than he was. Too old to have been called up, perhaps. Not a draft-dodger. Not that he was. It was just that … Her thoughts were spiky and disloyal; they flashed like fireworks in the sky, startling. Smoke lingered. Thoughts lingered. Thoughts could not be controlled but, thank God, speech and actions could. No one knew her secret thoughts because she was careful not to articulate them.

She shot him a glance and he understood what she needed in an instant. It was rare for a man to have such a finely tuned sense of social nicety, but Lydia adored his perfect manners and was extremely grateful for his endless resource when it came to small talk. He approached the ladies, kissed their hands, asked after their health and their journey to the party. He told them they looked ravishing and then asked Sarah whether she’d like to dance with him. The widow always got the first offer. She rarely accepted, but Lawrence considered it his duty to remember Arthur every time he attended a dance.

‘No, you should dance with your wife,’ Sarah replied gently, but firmly. Lawrence was a sound dancer. He would not land heavily on her feet, as so many men did, but Sarah didn’t like dancing. She never had, much. Obviously, she’d had to dance when it was her season, but she’d been so relieved when she fell in love with Arthur and Arthur fell in love with her, and she’d known she’d no longer be obliged to dance with every man who asked. 

‘Beatrice, you won’t turn me down, will you?’ 

Beatrice knew she ought to. Like her sister, she should redirect the polite and generous man back towards his wife, her friend, but unlike her sister, Beatrice absolutely loved to dance, was quite mad for it, and really couldn’t bear losing an opportunity to be in the arms of a man, if only for the briefest of moments. 

‘Go ahead,’ Lydia smiled. ‘Sarah and I are going to hunt out the champagne fountain and get refills.’

Beatrice and Lawrence were almost instantly swallowed by the dancing crowd. Lydia linked her arm through Sarah’s and they started to walk out of the ballroom, into the room where the cocktails were being served. 

‘That was nice of you,’ commented Sarah.

‘Not at all. I can dance with Lawrence whenever I want to. If we danced every dance together we’d have nothing to talk about over breakfast.’ Lydia reached for two fresh glasses of champagne from a passing servant. ‘Did you have a lovely Christmas with the children?’

‘Absolutely. My two, Samuel’s three, plus the cousins on Cecily’s side. I lost count of how many there were running feral. I think Beatrice had a wonderful time. She was certainly kept very busy. It was chaos.’

‘How is Samuel?’ 

‘Oh, you know my brother. Sammy never complains. Doesn’t say much at all.’ 

‘Quite.’ Nobody did. It wasn’t done. Still, such a cruelty: both legs and an arm. It was the arm that seemed most brutal; it meant crutches were out of the question. Sarah had heard it said, in such cases, that it was a comfort that the man had married and fathered before he’d gone to war, and she supposed it was, but she’d never been able to bring herself to utter those words to Cecily. Nothing seemed much of a comfort to Cecily.

‘How about you? How was your Christmas?’ she asked with genuine curiosity.

‘Lovely.’ Lydia hesitated, then added, ‘A little quiet.’ Sarah read between the lines and surmised it had been ghastly. 

‘Did you stay in Hampshire, at Dartford Hall?’

‘No, we went to the in-laws at Clarendale. My parents joined us there.’

‘You ought to get a shorter table for the dining room when you move into the earl’s place,’ suggested Sarah. ‘I know the one they have now. It must be ridiculous for family affairs. Six adults around a table designed for twenty. I imagine it’s difficult to be festive, impossible to pull a cracker.’ 

Lydia giggled and squeezed her friend’s arm. Sarah had correctly imagined the sober scene: grandparents-in-waiting looking at their offspring, wondering when there would finally be news.

‘You’re terrible to talk about my father-in-law’s demise in that way, but you’re right. Next year I must invite friends for lunch, or at least tea.’

‘Believe me, I’m not in any way looking forward to the old earl’s death, but it will be convenient when you are in West Sussex too. Clarendale is just a twenty-minute ride from ours; we’ll be neighbours!’ smiled Sarah.

‘Maybe next year there will be a child to coo over,’ added Lydia, elaborating on the imagined pleasures.

‘Wouldn’t that be lovely?’

‘Yes.’ Lydia bit her lip and Sarah watched some of her beauty leak out and puddle at her feet. ‘I’m seeing another doctor on Thursday.’

‘Are you? Who?’

‘Doctor Folstad. In Harley Street. Came here from Norway. Has a fabulous record.’ Lydia didn’t look at her friend as she said this, because there was such a terrible feeling of déjà vu around the conversation that she couldn’t face it head on. There had been countless doctors with fabulous records.

‘Wonderful.’ Sarah rallied.

‘Isn’t it?’ 

‘He might have the answers.’

‘I’m very hopeful.’

‘Good show.’

‘Would you come with me?’ Lydia now allowed herself a swift glance at her friend’s face. ‘You could stay in Eaton Square with us, or if you didn’t want to be away from the children, I could have a car sent for you. Or I’ll buy a train ticket if you prefer.’ 

‘Certainly I’ll come.’

‘Thank you, Sarah. Thank you very much.’ 

‘Chin up.’

‘Absolutely.’ Relieved that she’d made the request and secured some support, Lydia beamed and threw back her champagne. She put the empty glass on a side table and reached for a fresh one. Lydia was honest with herself. She was not one of those women who hankered to hold an infant; she did not coo into prams or sniff babies to drink up their scent. Any child of hers would naturally spend many hours in the nursery and be significantly more intimate with his or her nanny than with any other soul on earth, at least in the early years. If it was a boy, he would go away to school at eight. She did not see a child as an extension of herself, or her property, or even her right. Her desire for a baby wasn’t raw and instinctual, but more to do with an insidious, illogical but essentially real worry that without one she was nothing. She was useless. Pointless. What was the point of a woman like her if it was not to bring an heir to the nursery? None at all. She loved and respected her husband in the appropriate way. He was a decent, well-mannered, intelligent man, but he had never set her on fire. She had never expected him to. It was a good match. It had turned out to be a glittering one in terms of prestige and wealth, titles, all that, but it was an appalling one if she did not produce a baby. A failure. What would they do? What would they talk about as they aged, if there weren’t children and grandchildren? She did not want to be remembered as the woman who brought a three-hundred-year dynasty to a grinding halt.
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LYDIA AND LAWRENCE stayed at the ball until one in the morning, a better show than Sarah and Beatrice, who had both left just after eleven, but pathetic in comparison to Ava, who would still be partying when the kitchen maids started to light the fires for the New Year’s Day breakfast of bacon and eggs.

‘Is Ava quite all right?’ Lawrence asked. He stood by as the butler held his wife’s mink wide, waiting for her to shrug her way into its softness.

‘She’s fabulous.’ They headed to their car and sat still while another two manservants placed large tartan blankets over their legs. The temperature had dropped below zero and the drive home would take an hour. Lydia was beginning to wish she’d agreed to stay for the weekend after all. She had been tempted, because it was so convenient, only she wasn’t keen on party aftermaths. The morning after always seemed so horribly real in comparison to the glamour of the night before; the men smelt and the women regretted. Everyone had a headache. It wasn’t pretty. 

‘Who is taking care of her?’

Lydia smiled. ‘I think she rather takes care of herself.’ 

‘You know what I mean. Who is she with?’ Lawrence wasn’t reassured.

‘A whole gang, as usual. Freddie, Johnnie and Doug.’ There seemed to only ever be a handful of men at these parties, but however many or few attended, they were guaranteed to be found clustered around Ava. 

‘Are they sober?’

‘Absolutely not. But they are game and they’d rather die than leave her side. I don’t think we need to worry. She’s not travelling home tonight. She’s staying for the hunt on Monday.’ Lydia was usually thrilled with her husband’s caring attitude towards her friends, but she wished he’d just give the driver the nod; it was late and she was tired. No, more than that: she was bone-sore weary, the way she so often was in company nowadays. She didn’t know how to explain her mood, even to herself, so she simply struggled to disguise it. Harder when it was deathly cold and her feet were blistering.

‘I really don’t know how they do it,’ commented Lawrence.

‘Do what?’

‘Stay up so late.’

Lydia decided not to mention the cocaine; her husband wouldn’t approve. The fact of the matter was that many had turned to alcohol or drugs since the Great War to numb pain or as a means of escape.

The combination of five glasses of champagne, the rattling windows and the rumbling of the wheels fought against the freezing air and won. Lydia was rapidly lulled to sleep, only waking as they pulled up at Dartford Hall. Grateful to have lost the icy hour inside the fusty car, she stumbled out into the pitch-black night. The butler and a footman had, as ever, been on the lookout, and as they spotted the car approach they came outside to assist, their breath and impatience just visible against the night’s blackness. Lydia shivered for them; they were only wearing waistcoats and jackets, as coats would have been improper.

‘Happy new year, Jenkins,’ she murmured sleepily. 

‘Happy new year, my lady. Can I give Cook any instruction as to what time breakfast ought to be served tomorrow?’

‘Midday. I’m so tired. I need a glass of water.’ 

‘Dickenson is up, my lady. She’ll attend to everything.’

‘Excellent. Good night.’ Lydia nodded to the footman but didn’t wish him a happy new year; naturally she hoped he had one, but she couldn’t remember his name. The young staff came and went like April showers nowadays; she rarely got the chance to know them.

Lawrence followed his wife up the mahogany staircase. Two steps below her, his eyes were in line with her elegant, slim back, exposed by the daring dress that plunged to the waist, showing off her shoulder blades and the delicate bumps of her spinal cord. Impulsively he swept in and kissed her thin white skin. ‘You look beautiful tonight.’

She stopped to appreciate the compliment and the sensation of his warm lips on her back. His whiskers scratched and stirred something. A memory rather than an actuality. A memory of wanting him, rather than the definite feeling of wanting him. Sex had once been so delicious and hopeful; now it was simply familiar. She turned and saw that his face was shining with expectation. It was different for him, clearly. The difference hurt her too. 

‘Are you really so very tired, my darling? It is a new year after all.’ 

That was true. She was too woozy to believe it might be properly satisfying, but she’d drunk an amount that meant it would be the uninhibited sort of sex that was always fun. She’d get into it once he started; she almost always did. Besides, he was her husband; she was his wife. It was her duty by law and tradition. She shouldn’t refuse him too often. Theirs was a rare marriage because it wasn’t made convenient by infidelity. Too many refusals might edge him along that dreaded path. ‘All right then, as long as you are quick,’ she replied. It was as generous an answer as she could muster.
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AVA THOUGHT THAT men had their uses – they were excellent at fetching her drinks and mink stoles when she needed them, buying meals and paying for clothes and all that – but she probably wouldn’t go so far as to say she’d ever met a really useful one. She would not even award her father that distinction; Ava had found she was not the sort of girl who simply adored her father, hero-worshipped him, just because of the intrinsic intimacy of their relationship. In fact, she found that the closer she was to a man, the more harshly she judged him. She could not ignore the faults that other women seemed to glide past. She saw the flaws and fears of men; she smelt out their inefficiency or arrogance, their wildness or weakness. Not that Sir Peter Pondson-Callow suffered from any of these specifically; he was not wild or weak or inefficient, and his arrogance at his abilities was countered by a deep sense of needing to be approved of. He was, however, a coldly ambitious man, and his ambition, left unchecked, could bubble into something more insidious, like greed or even cruelty. Ava had no problem with his avarice. He had made a lot of money – a lot – and she had benefited from his business acumen and ruthlessness; it would be churlish to despise him for that – foolish. Yet still she couldn’t quite adore him, couldn’t believe he was ideal just because he was her father. Unfortunately, he was not one hundred per cent appropriate; he wasn’t quite quite. Not quite dignified enough, not quite calm enough, a little too commercial in the drawing room and a little too friendly with shop girls, who he liked to impress by paying for everything with filthy wads of cash. Simply put, he was not a purebred, which annulled his chances of being properly useful to Ava, no matter how rich he might be. 

Her father had married her mother for money, and her mother, a plain girl, had married Pondson-Callow for his looks. They appreciated one another in much the way a farmer and a loyal sheepdog might: they accepted that their alliance was mutually beneficial, a fair deal. Undoubtedly, her mother had backed the right horse; her father had done a marvellous job at turning her respectable dowry into a small fortune. Before Ava was born he’d been awarded a knighthood for his industry; his efforts during the war had further increased their wealth fortyfold. He was indisputably a success. Her father seemed content with his side of the transaction too. As far as Ava was aware, he’d never complained that there was only one live child; a girl at that. He had no doubt calculated that as his title wasn’t one that could be passed on, and his daughter was ravishing, forever appearing in the society pages, he could be sanguine. A boy might have been lost in the carnage in any case. Besides, all his friends’ wives were plain-looking now. They were at the age when everything sank south and beauty no longer counted; when they had counted, Lady Pondson-Callow had allowed Sir Peter to freely pursue pretty faces, shapely legs and full breasts outside their marriage and had never so much as raised an eyebrow.

Ava had been brought up to believe that affairs were the only genuine excitement the rich experienced during the Edwardian period. Restricted as they were by protracted and inflexible formality and an intricate, if hypocritical, code of etiquette and values, sexual intrigue added impetus to an otherwise leisurely but dull life. The aristocracy protected their high social positions by adhering to a phoney social code where husbands, and sometimes even wives, took lovers. The majority were willing to ignore extramarital affairs so long as an outward appearance of domestic bliss endured. It was an extremely functional, although entirely depressing, modus operandi. Ava understood that the rules had been manufactured to warrant that family life was not ruined by sexual feats and adventures. Public exposure, which led to unharnessed gossip, resulted in names being cut from guest lists; the indiscreet were summarily and promptly made socially extinct. 

Ava had often thought that if ever she was to settle on a man, he would have to be a thoroughly admirable one. By this she did not mean admirable in that hopelessly sloppy way Sarah or Beatrice might define the term. She was not looking for a knight in shining armour who would flatter and fawn, arrive at her door laden with acres of land and the neurosis of inheriting a title he couldn’t carry; for one thing, those sorts of men invariably had such weak chins. Ava’s definition of an admirable man was one who would (needless to say) be obscenely rich, because even though she had her own enormous wealth, she didn’t want to be one of those women who was known for buying a title; he would challenge her, amuse her, perhaps even attempt to control her (no doubt he’d fail, but it would be exciting to see him try). Finally he would be horribly good-looking, completely breathtaking, the sort of man whose fidelity couldn’t be taken for granted. It was a meeting of equals that she longed for.

Ava had not met such a man. She doubted he even existed. If he once had, the chances were he was buried in mud in France, face down in an unmarked grave. She reasoned that as the man she wanted did not exist, she might as well have lots of fun with those who did.

She had a thing for ex-soldiers, which was convenient, because there was hardly any other sort of chap around, Kitchener’s propaganda had been so thorough and successful. There was something about their raw hedonism, their fragility, the fact that they were angry or damaged, that she found fascinatingly attractive, but they weren’t the sort that she’d want in her life in any sort of permanent way; that would become quite a drain.

They’d found their way to the library, a group who were unwilling to go to bed, the ones who were planning to roar through the twenties, hoping to drown out the echo of the artillery, although they said that the reason they were still up was that someone wanted to find a particular book of poetry to check up on the exact wording of a poem. There was a bet running between two posturing chaps: two pounds was at stake. The discussion had become rather heated. Ava wondered if they secretly missed the war and now just needed something to fight about, a theory that gained more weight once they were in the library and there was some fuss about the fire being low. Ought they to build it themselves or call a servant? The chaps who had been arguing about the quote forgot the poem and started to argue about the best way to build a fire. Ava draped herself on a chaise longue and gazed disinterestedly at the shelves of leather-bound volumes; through the haze of the champagne she’d consumed, the books struck her as self-important and remote. She couldn’t summon the energy to get up and find a collection of Donne to prove that the one with the moustache was right and the other was mistaken, something she was absolutely sure of. Her feet were icy; she wished the men would stop squabbling and simply call a maid to build the fire. One of the girls found a gramophone and some records. They rolled up the rug and four or five of the most game souls started to dance again. 

Soon the music lost its flamboyant buoyancy and slower tunes were selected. Bodies melted into one another. Hands began to stray but weren’t curbed. The other girls were kissing fellows now, hungry, enthusiastic kisses. Ava watched, wondering from where they summoned up the unchecked desire. She’d never been so consumed by a man that she’d consider being indiscreet in public; desire was always on her terms and in private, and whilst she’d probably made love with many more men than any of the other women in the room, no one could be sure. Her reputation was enhanced by eager whispers and keyed-up conjecture, but not sullied by indisputable facts. Freddie sat on the floor by her feet. He caught her watching the couples and misinterpreted her look of incredulity as one of longing; he kissed her foot, opportunistically. She could feel the dampness of his lips even through her silk stocking. That was Freddie’s flaw. Wet kisses, somehow an embodiment of his general demeanour, which was one of soppy overeagerness. 

Dougie passed Freddie a small packet; he took it gratefully. He’d been given opium as a painkiller, to help after he’d been shot in the calf. He’d become rather fond, but the doctors had made a fuss, said he was addicted and refused to give him any more. He’d gone half mad with pain. Then a charming chap from America had introduced them to cocaine, and what a gift. Ava didn’t indulge herself. She’d tried it once, like most things, because she couldn’t bear not knowing. Admittedly the high had been stupendous – she’d felt invincible, alert, supreme, masculine – but it hadn’t lasted long and the downer was more ghastly than anything she’d ever had to endure. She’d vomited violently, which was undignified. Then she’d felt anxious, something she’d never experienced before; she was usually assured in her actions and presence. She’d been convinced a maid was looking at her oddly and had had her dismissed. Terribly embarrassing, once she was through it all; she occasionally wondered where that maid had ended up. So now she simply watched as the boys pushed cold needles into their arms, enjoying their expressions melt as they anticipated the sweet relief that was to follow. She stood up and blew kisses to everyone; she always left the room before they started weeping and wailing, swearing and swiping.

Ava had been put in the South Wing, the one with the reputation as the most comfortable and close to the hostess’s private rooms. She knew it was a compliment; that or an elaborate exercise in gathering gossip. Either way she didn’t care; she had a room with an en suite, and that was so important on these weekend jaunts to the countryside. So many of these enormous houses were hideously uncomfortable and old-fashioned. Ava absolutely preferred London, where everyone and everything was modern. When she arrived in her room, she was surprised to find Lord Harrington lying on her bed in his night clothes.

‘Charlie, I’d rather expected to be greeted by my maid,’ she said flatly.

‘I sent her away.’

‘And how did you explain your presence in my room?’ Ava took off her earrings and put them in a small china pot on her dressing table, then stared at her lover with nonchalance.

‘I’m next door. I told her I’d made a wrong turn.’

‘I don’t suppose she believed you.’

‘She’s a maid, I don’t suppose it matters.’

It mattered to Ava, but not as much as it ought and not for the expected reasons. Obviously, unmarried women were somehow expected to remain virginal until their wedding night, but Ava thought that was outdated and hadn’t paid any attention. It was simply this business about feeding rumour that bothered her. She didn’t like to be known; it seemed so very similar to being owned.

‘Besides, since the duchess has thoughtfully given us adjoining rooms, I imagine she suspects we’re lovers, and if she suspects, then everyone else knows. She’s famously very slow on the uptake.’

Ava scowled, not wanting this to be the case. ‘Let’s hope it’s just coincidence then.’ Suddenly she felt a basic and needful desire flood through her body; it overtook her concern about the gossip. She changed her tone. ‘So since you’ve sent my maid away, how am I supposed to undress?’ she asked with a small smile.

Harrington patted the bed. ‘Come here, I can help you.’

Afterwards, he asked, ‘Did you like that?’

‘Yes. You’re very good.’

‘Your best?’

‘One of them,’ she conceded. Lord Harrington looked disappointed, but wisely chose to rally. Ava was not a woman who responded to self-pity; in fact she was very likely to be regretfully contemplating the ghastly sameness of all encounters such as these. He jumped out of bed and poked the fire, and then he threw the rubber condom in the grate and poked it again, hoping it would burn. It was not the sort of thing one wanted one’s wife to find, but Ava always insisted on one, seemingly unaware or at least unconcerned that the only other women who did so were French whores. She wouldn’t trust withdrawal; in an amusing perversion of the usual roles of the sexes, she insisted that men were out to trap her. 

Lord Harrington reached for two cigarettes and lit them both, handing one to Ava. She sat up in bed, not bothering to modestly pull the covers up to hide her breasts. She didn’t think about it, but if she had, her actions would have been equally bold, because she secretly enjoyed the frisson of shocking. Clearly the lord liked it too, because he leapt back into bed with the energy of a child on Christmas morning. He swooped down to kiss her breast, and as he gently tugged on her nipple he mumbled, ‘Darling, you are perfect, will you marry me?’

Ava took a long drag on her cigarette. ‘That’s terribly sweet of you, Charlie, but aren’t you already married?’

‘Well, yes, presently, but I’d divorce her. For you, my love, I would divorce her.’ 

Ava stubbed out her cigarette and considered. ‘But if you were single, you wouldn’t have any attractions at all,’ she replied with a yawn. ‘Now, darling, do be quiet. I want to get some sleep.’


7

THE DOCTOR’S SURGERY was almost identical to the half a dozen or so other doctors’ surgeries Lydia had visited over the past seven years: austere, silent and tinged with the smell of chloroform, a smell that always made her feel anxious and nauseous by turn. The dark mahogany floors, shelves, wall panels and doors in the small waiting room shone with polish and elbow grease, but their shine didn’t please or comfort Lydia in the least; she fought the feeling that she was trapped in a coffin. She couldn’t stay seated for more than five minutes in a row, but leapt up from her chair and strode around the room. She fingered the brass bell on reception, touched the handles on the drawers of the impressive display cabinet housing an eagle that a taxidermist had captured mid pounce and flicked through the magazines set on the table until Sarah reminded her, ‘Not everyone wears gloves nowadays.’ Even though Lydia did wear gloves, for warmth and form, she instantly drew back, sat down and rested her hands on her lap.

There was no good news. 

Dr Folstad was tall and slim, fitter than most men his age. His moustache, white and thick, drew Lydia’s eye as it danced with his lip, probably made all the more fascinating by the contrast with his head, which was entirely bald and shone so audaciously that Lydia believed it quite possible that he had it polished along with the wall cladding and shelves. However, for all his reputation as an experimental, forward-thinking doctor, he had nothing new to offer Lydia, who had hoped for a miracle at best, innovation at least. Whilst he looked very different from all the other doctors she’d met, he sounded the same. He took her temperature, asked about her menstruation, made her lie down on her back as he put his hands on her belly. Just as all the other doctors had. 

‘Have you ever used contraception?’

‘No.’ Lydia was mystified. She was here to learn how to get pregnant. Not once in her eight years of marriage had she ever used contraception. Why would she? 

‘There are women who do, early on in their marriages, and it damages them in the long term.’

‘Oh.’ Lydia had heard this before. When she’d repeated it to Ava, Ava had laughed riotously and talked about the guff that men spouted in an attempt to terrify women. She’d commented that it was criminal, and then added that she only wished contraception had such long-term effects, as it would save her a lot of time and effort. Lydia had been too stunned and shy to ask exactly what Ava had meant by this. 

Lydia had received several pieces of dubious advice during her desperate pursuit to conceive a baby, and had sat through many chastising lectures too. One doctor advised her to drink a pint of Guinness every day, as he was adamant that she lacked iron. For a year she’d waded through the thick, creamy beer every morning at breakfast, even though she wasn’t keen on the burned, sharp, almost lactic flavour, and it often caused her to have a headache for the remainder of the morning. She only gave up the habit when another doctor advised her that the drink was making her less feminine and thus reducing her chances of conceiving. She’d been told that wearing high-heeled shoes had thrown her uterus into displacement; for several months she was unfashionable, bordering on the dowdy, and had only returned to heels when Ava had once again sprinkled her wisdom by commenting, ‘Good God, woman, you’re a fright. Lawrence isn’t going to want to make love to you if you insist on dressing like a farm labourer. Then you’ll never get pregnant.’ Lydia thought she might have a point: heels were so much more flattering for the ankles and calves. 
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